A Personal Passion for the Cause All of the contributors spoke about the importance of personal passion and commitment to the cause. "ParticipACTION people were more than involved," says Ebbe Marquardsen, "they were committed. When people ask me the difference, I tell them to think about the standard bacon and eggs breakfast. The pig was committed; the chicken was only involved." Ebbe, who left the YMCA to become a social marketer extraordinaire, believes that his 'avocation' became his 'occupation'.
Jeannette Hanna is personally and professionally committed to the cause. "I was struck by the potential of personal fitness, and how ParticipACTION could make a difference. When people are in control of their fitness, they are more in control of their lives. This can help them become more vital people and better citizens." When Nanci Colbeck, who came from the world of elite sport, began her 13-year employment with ParticipACTION, she was not convinced that 'walking a block' was worth getting passionate about. "That changed quickly," says Nanci. "Russ Kisby's passion and vision were irresistible. It didn't take long before I felt the same way." Energy, Respect and Fun "Energy", "excitement" and "respect" were three words that respondents often used to describe their time with ParticipACTION. "We were never treated as employees, but as partners in the cause," says Nanci. Humour was ever-present and one of the ways that staff coped with long hours. Early staff members remember how hard they worked to sell the fitness idea to skeptics across Canada. Brunhild Ramaut says: "We were all deeply involved in our work, really as a team, and we were very tolerant of each other. Friendly teasing and humour helped us get the work done, no matter what."
For suppliers, ParticipACTION was refreshingly different from the commercial sector. "It wasn't a packaged account, imprisoned in conventional advertising standards and handicapped by heavy corporate structures," says Michel Lopez. "It was good to get away from commercial work and to be involved in a campaign with a social mission."
Intellectual and Creative Challenges
Breaking new ground, striving for high quality, and advancing the enterprise while keeping it financially viable provided constant challenges for all involved. Board member Jim Struthers says that struggling with the 'product line' and audience was always a strategic issue. "The question of focus and where to direct our energy kept coming up. In the end, we opted to create an appetite for fitness by aiming the message at the ordinary Canadian. We knew they would pressure the usual suspects, such as school boards and recreation departments."
As physical activity, health promotion and the communications environment evolved, so did the challenges Particip-ACTION faced. The satisfaction of meeting an obvious need in the early years was less clear in the later years, when some people in the field had different ideas about what ParticipACTION should be doing.
Inspirational Leadership
Throughout its existence, the Particip-ACTION Board was chaired by charismatic and influential leaders. "I felt proud of the fact that someone of Philippe de Gaspé Beaubien's stature was leading the ship," says Tom MacMillan. But it was the agency's two heads who most inspired the ParticipACTION movement. Keith McKerracher, ParticipACTION's first Director General, was the marketing genius behind its inception. He was, in the words of Ebbe Marquardsen, "a man with a demanding and huge presence, a consummate hit and run leader, and the perfect person to start up the company." Russ Kisby became President in 1978. "Russ was a visionary with a wealth of practical experience," says Rob Petch. "He was relentless in his pursuit of the agency's objectives. He never took himself seriously, but he sure took his mission seriously. It was impossible to not be inspired by his commitment."
National Pride
ParticipACTION's stature as a national and international leader was important to the people who represented it. Brunhild Ramaut says: "Because ParticipACTION had such an excellent reputation and was so well known, doors opened as soon as you mentioned where you worked." The Mouseketeers ® were very conscious of the pan-Canadian nature of their vision. "I became very aware of regional differences in concerns, particularly about economic barriers to being active," says Bob Duck. Brunhild says: "Francophone mentalities and expressions are not uniform across the country. We had to be careful to use a common French, and to request feedback from various communities to make sure we were communicating well."
Creative Freedom and Spontaneity
When ParticipACTION became one of the first clients of FOUG, a small advertising agency in Montreal, Michel Lopez was a young copywriter and partner in the business. "We were full of ideas about what good advertising should be. ParticipACTION gave us the opportunity to put our ideas into action. François Lagarde, who was managing the media campaigns at the time, encouraged us to experiment. I will never forget the fun we had during radio recording sessions." Michael Fog, who created Particip-ACTION's famous print filler ads, says: "I have never had so much fun on the job. The people at ParticipACTION understood that creativity flows from spontaneity."
During our conversations, many people referred to being part of the Particip-ACTION family. It was a large, extended family that went beyond board members, staff and suppliers to friends in the community, professional allies and corporate and media partners. It also included the families of staff. Husbands, wives and children came in to help with mailings and were always included in parties and gettogethers. If times were tough at home, colleagues and their families reached out to help. There was a sense that families mattered and were an integral part of both the work and the creative message. Michel Lopez was the father of two youngsters when he was developing ParticipACTION spots. "My family life was an unlimited source of inspiration. As my wife always The men behind the mouse While thousands of people worked on ParticipACTION initiatives, there are two people whose leadership set the vision and day-to-day path.
Keith McKerracher was a successful marketing consultant when he agreed to take on the new agency as one of his clients. He became the Director General, opened an office in Montreal and hired some key staff, including Jacques Gravel to handle the French side of the operation and Russ Kisby as National Coordinator. Keith was a pioneer in social marketing. He set the direction with an obsession for high-quality creative, the use of marketing tactics to sell the idea of fitness, and a non-elitist approach. His fondest memory is being given an award from a group of Canadian cardiologists. Five years earlier, they had berated him for putting Canadians' health in danger because he was encouraging people to be active without seeing their doctor first. Keith led ParticipACTION from 1971 to 1978. He left to become the President and CEO of the Canadian Institute of Communications and Advertising.
Russ Kisby was there from the beginning and led ParticipACTION for 24 years. When Russ is applauded for his leadership and contribution as the President of ParticipACTION, he always stands back and points to the remarkable people around him. This happened when he was given the 2000 World Sport for All Award in Vienna, Austria for "international contribution to population health, fitness and quality of life through physical activity and sport," and in 1991 when the Canadian Public Health Association awarded ParticipACTION with the Ortho award for "outstanding contribution to health".
Russ was born in Saskatchewan. He has an undergraduate degree in physical education, a master's degree in community development, and an honorary doctor of laws degree. His early professional career was with the YMCA of Canada, at both the local and national level. He and Merle, who worked in public health and health promotion, have been married for 39 years. Russ led by example. His leadership skills and his speaking ability -whether it is a three-minute pitch to a Minister or a keynote address to an international audience -are legendary. In fact, Russ has presented over 150 keynote addresses throughout North America and in 15 European, Asian and African countries. Gord Stewart, a fitness and health writer who has known Russ throughout his career, says: "In New Zealand, if someone is held in high esteem -they're capable, reliable and trustworthy -you say they are 'good value'. It doesn't matter which side of the world you live in, Russ Kisby and the organization he led for almost 30 years are good value!" 1
Advice from the experts
We also asked our experts: If a group came to you today and said, "I want to be the ParticipACTION of… (sexual health, diabetes prevention, etc… you fill in the blank)", what would you say to them?
Almost everyone prefaced his or her reply by saying that an organization would need to adapt to the communications world of the 2000s, which is vastly different than it was in the 1970s when ParticipACTION began. Having said this, the following suggestions remain salient: 1. Be prepared to be in it for the long haul (decades, not years Oland says: "ParticipACTION's greatest strength was its people; its greatest weakness was its dependence on the political system for core financing. On the other hand, financial weakness was also a strength -lean dogs are brave and resourceful." Jim Struthers adds: "One of ParticipACTION's important legacies is demonstrating how much can be done outside of government, by creating partnerships with the corporate sector, non-governmental agencies, communities and individual volunteers across the country." The last word on this question goes to Michael Fog: "I'd ask a group who wanted to be like ParticipACTION, 'who is going to be involved?' In the end, it is the people who make the difference. Being part of the ParticipACTION 'family' and working on their campaigns was the highlight of my career. I miss it!"
Some concluding thoughts
As one reflects on what we have learned from some of the key Mouseketeers ® , it is tempting to try to clone its leaders and the ParticipACTION model they created. But this is not likely to work. Philippe de Gaspé Beaubien, Keith McKerracher, Russ Kisby, Don Bailey and other ParticipACTION leaders are each unique personalities who crafted an idea and a movement in a certain time and place. While we can learn from how ParticipACTION worked, "it may be best for the change agent to select a model compatible with his or her own personality and to execute that model with the greatest level of professional efficiency." 2 What is replicable is the commitment to a social cause and the ability to transmit that passion to others. A recent survey by the Canadian Policy Research Network suggests that the passion and commitment of staff in the non-profit sector may now be threatened by extrinsic factors such as low wages, poor benefits and lack of opportunities for advancement, due to increased expectations combined with cutbacks in funding. The author of that survey urges the public, private and charitable funders of the non-profit sector to head off this concern by ensuring funding for the sustainability of core functions and capacity development. 3 This point of view is supported by another recent study of non-profit organizations in Canada. The move away from core funding to projectspecific funding in the 1990s has forced many NGOs to devote more and more resources and staff to the money chase, and less to work that benefits the public. 4 
